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ABSTRACT _ . , 

Issues concerning the purposes and functions of 
regional educatidnal laborsttor ies supported by the Nat ipnal , ^Institute 
of Education (NIE) are fexamined. The analysis is designed to assist 
the Study Group on Regional Laboratories to develop arid ^ evaluate a 
number, of alternative ' conc^eptions of laboratories. A brief history of 
the laboratories and existing legislation and policy are reviewed. A 
set of questions for eafeh issue is also included . Attention _ is 
directed Co the following concerns: (1) the purposes that NIE wishes 
to achit&ve through the regional laboratbf ies ; ( 2 ) ident i f ying the 
primary clients of laboratories ; (3 ) the functions that should be_ 
performed by the laboratories; and (4) the organizational Structures 
that are appropriate for laboratories. It is noted, that although 
laboratories share fuhdamental purposes, each lab has. defined its 
specific mission in relation to its region and the wishes of its 
board. In addition to the research, development , and ass i stance 
provided to individual states / laboratories share a comnlon purpose 
facilitating sharing and exchange among the states in their region 
The labs focus mast of their attention on the improvement of 
Elementary anfcl secondary education , although they often work with 
colleges and universities. (SW) 
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Preface 



In response to Congressional direction, the National Itiistltute of _ 
Edocatlon engaged in FY 1983 in a plarihirig process designed to lead to 
an open competition of the_ regional educational laboratories and the 
national research and development centers as defined under Section 
405(f) o*f the General ;Education Provisions Act. 

»As part of the planning process, the Inst Ifcn^^^convened a Laboratory 



Study Group, which met in two three-day sefesion 



to review laboratory 



issues and provide advice and recommenda^T^^n^t d the Director- The_ 
Laboratory Study Group consisted of sixteen pirfeons representing likely 
clients or users of laboratory work, inciudinfe education policy makers, 
.practicing educators at various levels and coftmunity and parent, 
repjresentatives. It also included persons f^m organizations that_ are 
likely to work jointly with laboratories to offer services, as well as 
those with a background in conducting research, development or 
dissemination. . ^ 

This paper was developed by NIE staff as part of a comprehensive 
briefing book on laboratory history, status and issues that was provided 
to Study Group members. Its purpose was to provide a backgrounfi^ and 
stimulate discussion on specific laboratory issues. 

This issue paper .is one of *a set of three staff papers that were provided 
to the Laboratory Study Group. The titles of the three papers and their 
authors are - 

Mack, David P., "Laboratory Purposes and Functions:. Issues for the 
National Study Group on Regional Laboratories," August 23, 1983. 

Schultz, Thomas, ."Funding of Regional Laboratories: Issues for 
the National Study Group on Regional Laboratories," 
August 23, 1983. 

Schultz, Thomas, and Dominic, Joseph, "Laboratory Governance: 
Issues for the Study Croup on Regional Laboratories," 
August 23, 1983. . - - 
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August 23, 1983 



T.nborn^tbry PurjDosias arid. Functior. . : Issues for the 
National Study Group on Regional Educational Laboratories 



Intrbductibri 

This paper examines a set of issues concerning the purposes and 
functions of regional educational, laboratories, to be competed by the 
National Institute of Education during the coming year. Each Issue 
is analyzed by discussing various viewpoints in the context of tho 
history and status of related lab activity. The discussion of each 
ifjsue is followed by a set of questions whose purpose is to stimulate 
Studv Group discussion. The paper is designed to assist the Study 
Group on Regional Laboratories to develop and analyze a number of 
alternative conceptions of laboratories, which will be presented by 
the Group to the Director as part of a final report. 

The following questions form the issues that frame the paper: 

o v^at purposes does NIE wish to achievfe through 
the regional laboratories? ^ 

o Who should be the primary clients of labbr^%bries? * 

o What functions should be perfortned by the laboratories? 

d What organizational structures are appropriate for labs? 

The purpose of this paper is to provide information and to present 

and discuss issues, not to build a case for a particular point of view. 

In addition, it should be understood that the role of t§e study group is 

to advise the Director of the National Institute of Education by providing 

options for his consideration. The Director reitiains responsible for final 

decisions related to the purposes and functions of laboratories. 



Only seven laborntofies remain from the 20 whose funding began under 
the Fiementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. The early v/brk of the 
labs grew from integrated institutional planning and was typified by 
long-term applied research and development efforts. 

Laboratories were originally conceived as institutions whose purpose, 
was to bridge the gap between research and practice . The initia" 
conception did nou take b^old in most of the early labs^because it the 
time the research enterprise was so small and theiTe were so few solid R&D 
outcome^ to disseminate. As a result, the early labs tried to make up 
for t+hi^ deficiency by concentrating bn long term development work, 
particularly curriculum development. 

The" transfer of the laboratories to NiE in 1972 marked the beginning 
of what has been called the "program purchase" policy. A specified portion 
of NlE's budget was designated for support of work in the labs. The money 
awarded to the labs^baseH on the results of NIE-inltiated competitions 
vTith eligibility limited to the lab? and centers. This resulted in a 
nationally-oriented, short term, eclectic pattern of activity in the 
laboratories. Because of their relative competitive abilities, it also 
resulted in growth for the strong labs and decline for the weaker ones. 

Following the work of the Congressionally mandated, "Panel for the 
Review of T.aboratory and Center Operations," NIE issued its January 15, 
1979 administrative policy on the Institute's Ibng-tertn relationship 
with the laboratories and centers. For the laboratories, that policy 
provided for long term support, agreed to fund the institutional as 
well as the program requirements of labs, and emphasized work in the 
iabs that was responsive to. regional needs; 
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ExlstinjB; Legislation and Pal-lcy 

At the present time there are two sources of Authority regarding 
the purposes atld functions of NIE-sponisored work in the laboratories. 
These are found in NTE'^s authorizing legislation and in NIE's January 15, 
1979 adm'ln-f j^trative policy. 

Section 405(f) of the General Education Provisions Act, Amended 

October 3," 1980, P.L. 96-37A (20 U.S. Code K?le) mandates NtE with 

the responsibility of supporting work in th^ regional educational 

laboratories and the research and development centers. The legislation 

states that under NTE oversight the laboratories and centers will 

(1) be responsible for the conduct of 
research and development activities;* 

(ii) prepare a long-range plan relating to the 
conduct of such research and development 
activities; 

(iii) insure that information developed as a 
; result of such research and development 

activities, including new educational methods, 
practices, techniques, and products, be dis- 
seminated; 

(iv) provide technical assistance to appropriate 
educational agencies and inisti^tutions ; and 

(v) to the extent practicable^ provide training 
for individuals, emphastzlng training: opportunities 
for women and members of minority groups, in the 
use of new educational methods, practices, 
techniques, and products • developed in connection 
with Such activities; ... 

The law also states that 

(tf^ the dire>:tbr determines, that the proposed 
activities will be consistent with the education 
research and development program and dissemination 
activities which are being conducted by the Institute. 

The Final Report to" Congress of the Panel for the Review of 

Laboratory and Center Oper.ations offered a definition of laboratory 

purposes that was incorporated into the January 15, 1979 guidelines for 
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NIE's relationship with laboratories arid centers. That statement has 



shaped NiE's relationship with the laboratories from 1979 until the 
present. It states that: 

The central purpose of each laboratory is to determine 
arid help meet the educational research- and development 
needs'in aspecified region of the country. . .more 
specifically, laboratories ^re intended to: 

o identify concerns and prioritieis through 
• regiorially re-present at ive governing and 
'advisory structures and activities that 

help the regional clientele define their 

needs; 

o conduct applied research and development 
in pursuit of those priorities; 

o facilitate communication among educational 
agencies and individuals in the region; 

o promote the use in the region of R&D 
l\ ' results from all sources; and 

o nationally disseminate the results of 
^ their activities. (pp- 2,3) 

The January 1979 statemerit goes ori to say that 

"NIEwill encourage all special institutions to collaborate 
with one ariother arid with other i^esearch and development 
performers in the planning a^d conduct of their Vdrk to 
maximize the productive sharing of ideas, findings and 
products, to minimize duplication of_sffort, and to 
ensure the widest possible dissemination of useful 
research and development results." (p. 3) 



Thesis guidelines, in their four years of implementation, have 
successfully influenced labs to 

o work through their boards to assess needs and set 
priorities for their regions; 

o focus the bulk of their research, development arid 
• assistance work on the regional needs ideritified; and 

o gain in strength and reputation for providing technical 
assistance and facilitating communication in their 
regions . 

However, the guidelines have not resulted in the expected sharing 



and collaboration across institutions, 
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Laboratory Purposes and Functions: Some Issues 

' Before procurements can be developed for the competition of lab- 
oratories there arie a numbser of basic questions that must be .answered 

V ' ■ / 

concerning what labs are and what they are to do — their purposes /and 
their functions. Pgst guidelines and practices left tTie answers tjo 
these questions rather open. Laboratories have hpd broad purpose*; and 
wide ranging functions. Each laboratory has framed its mission somewhat 
differently, and' each has pursyed its own strategies through a unique • 
blend of activities. 

While this openness and flexibility has allowed each lab to be 
responsive to Its region, it has resulted in an" ambiguous nationwide 

picture of what labs, are and what they do. Since labs have so few 

__. ____ _ /_ __• . _ _. 

defining guidelines either in th^ law or in NIE policy, regional client 

pressure moves them into more broadly defined areas. A cost of this 

type of Regionally based initiative is that lab efforts tend to become 

diffused rather than focused. : 

Because of the requirement to recompete the laboratories and 

because of the desire to improve the' effectiveness and ef f iciency ^ of the 

labs, NiE wishes now to reconsider issues related to their purposes and 

functions.' The section,^ that follows presents a number of critical 

"^questions rela^ted to what the labs are to be and to do. -For each 

Issue several points of view are summarized and additional questions are 

raised for • further Study Group discussion. ' - 
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What purposes does NIE wish . to achieve through the reglanal^d^catlQnal 
laboratories? > 

At the present time laboratories serye a variety of purposes — 

probably more than any single Institution could ever hope to pursue 

\ 

~ effectively . NIE has Imposed few c'onistralnts on the labs and allowed 

J* - - - 

regional needs to set their priorities. Although laboratoxles share 

fundamental purposes, each lab has defined Its specific mission *in 

relation to its region and the wishes of it^i Board, 

On the other hand, labs coilectlveiy have their present purposes 

constrained in some Important ways. For example, eacK laboratory serves 

s 

a designated rejgion of the country and stakeholders from the region 
held shape its work. In addltloh to the research, development and 
assistance provided to individual states, labs share a common purpose 
of^ facilitating sharing and exchange among the states in their region. 

The laboratories focus most of their research, development and 
assistance efforts on the improvement of elementary and secondary 
education. A1^4TOtr^ !^bs often work with 'colleges and universities and 
members of "their staffs, their joint efforts ^re usuatiy aimed at 
improving some aspect of elementary and secondary education. 



The emphasis of labs in on applied work, creating the partnership 
necessary to harness research and development for the improvement of 
educational practice. This common emphasis manifests itself in a blend 
of applied research, development^ dissemination, training an[d assistance 

activities that is unique to each institution. Each of these functions 

_ - J- y 

is discussed in greater detail later in this paper. 
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• in. the present coSpetition NIE wishes to provide a clear statement 
of the broad objectives for .which support is to be provided to the 
laboratories.' The existing broad purpose (ff laboratories -- to 
contribute to the" ceneral improvement of elementary and secondary 
education by conducting applied research and development and by ^ 
promoting the use in their region of R&D from all sources is only 
one Approach NIE could take. ' , > ' 

For example, the Institute could 

I 

o ask the laboratories to shift their efforts toward 
working- more direbtly to improve the quality of 
education at the level of local districts and 
schools. I 

o encourage iafis toffo<:us ^ greater share of their 

efforts on working with existing organizations m . 
the region to help them strengthen their R & D 
and assistance capabilities arid to work with those 
- orgariizatioris to mourit cooperative assaults ori 
high priority educatiorial problems. 

■ o ericourage 'labs to coriceritrate a greater share of 
eheir resources ori usirig RSD kriowiedge to Iriform 
arid improve policy-makirig activities iri the regiori. 

These are orily three of the mariy poisibie approaches to lab 
purposes that could be takeri by NIE iri the competltiori'. As the 
fanctioris of laboratories are discussed later iri this paper mariy- other 
possibilities will emerge. ; ; 

The followirig questions about the purposes of laboratories are 
amon^ those the Institute must answer in preparation for the lab 



competition. 



o How narrowly should NIE defirie the purposes for which 
laboratories 'will receive Institute funding? 

o ,How much dr^cretiori should reside iri the labs to 
define their ovm purposes for NIE-funded work?, 

o A^e there purposes that should be excluded from NIE 
support? 

10 ' 
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Who Should be the— primary cllem :^-of laboratories? 



In general, the present approach Is to view state education agencies 
(SEAs) as a principal point of access for the delivery of laboratory 
services. It is argued that iSEAs have the ultimate legal responsibility 
for education in each state. They ha^^^e authority and power derived from 
legally mandated responsibilities. SEAs control a level of fiscal 
resources that gives them by far the greatest potential of any single 
organization to affect^ the quality of education in their state. 

Mo^t laboratories now work closely with SEA staff members as 

important clients. Some qf the labs work through SEAs to gain access 

to local school districts or, at^minimum, keep SEAs fuiiy informed of 

their work with districts and schools. Several labs have one or more 

cbief state school officers on their boards; all have some form of SEA 

* \ 

representation. ' 

1 ' • _ _ , 

Some educators have questioned the SEA-centered strategy' of 

/ - f 

-^^oratories on the grounds that the mandates of SEAs are basically^ 

regilatory. This means that in many states few SEA ;:esourciBs are 

- ? _ - - - 

available for research-based improvement efforts. Vfith recent 

declines in available resources many SEAs have been forced to reduce 

staff and programs that provide assistance to help improve the quality of 

Icoal schools. , _ 

Supporters of this viewpoint hold that laboratories should 

t 

concentrate their resources on educational improvement at the school 
district or even the Icoal school level. It is argued that this 
strategy has greater potenl^tial for positive immediate impact on 
pressing educational problems. Recent Nl^l-sponsbred research^ 
emphasizes the important relationships among effective schools, \ . 

classroom management and improved student performance. Even though 
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laboratories could reach directly only a small sample all school 
districts, 'advocates of the approach believe the aggregate impact of 
labs would be greater if they delivered assistance and research 
initiative directly to schools, school boards and districts. 

Others argue that laboratories should devote more resources 
^to serving state policymakers. This would extend beyond chief state 
school officers to include governors* office's, ^legislators and .state 
boards of . education . \o .lers of these important positions, through 
their corporate decisions set the policy context for education In 
each statfe. Their decisions can either enhance or impede educational 

improvement efforts. Lab aptivity could be turned toward such things 

^ . _ ...... \ . ... ._ - 

as policy research," dissemination and assistance, or toward - 

'fatares-oriertted problem identif ica<tion and forecasting. 

^Another view argues that laboratories should coilcentrate on 

strengthening the capabilities of existing organizations in the 

region, who' in turn "assist schools and districts interested in improving 

^ - - - - ' ' — - 

..their programs through the implementation of educational researth 

findings. This approach would limit lab clients to organizations that' 

engage in dissemination or technical assistance, sucIt^s SEAs; schools, 

colleges and departments of education ; . in termedlate se.rvice agencies; 

study counciis; large LEAs; and other similar organizations . 

The following qtiestions regarding lab clients are among those that 

must be answered by NIE in preparation for the- competition. 

o Should NIE attempt to provide direction or criteria 
^ ^ to the lab^oratories for their* selection of clients? 



If so. 



o What groups should N^^E encourage labs to identify as 
clients? * - » 



b Flow explicit should NIE be abodt who receives services? 

/ - -XSf —- ^ . - J. ■ 
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Wh^t functions shou ld be p e rfdrtiiied by the laborat o^-desl 

The following functions are generally associated with the regional 
e^ducational laboratories: research, development, dissemination, 
technical assistance/ training and professional development, 
needs assessment and cross-institutional cooperation a[nd*sharing; 
Current lab functions are specified in the legislation, were 
incorporated into the January, 1979 NIE guidelines on labs, or 
have emerged naturally as a response to pressures or needs. These 
functions are carried out in different ways in dif^rent laboratories, 
each having a different blend of activities and emphases. 

In the section to follow each of these characteristic functions 
will be discussed i including examples of how the function is being 
carriiad out, and estimates of the present level of emphasis. Finally, a 
set of quQstions related to each function will be posed to stimulate 
discussion. . ^ 

Research. Research activities account for approximately 36 per 
cent of the nearly $15 million budget of the laboratories. Most of the 
research engaged in by the ^laboratories is applied rather than basic 
research. Applied research in the labs tends to be long term (five years 
or more); focused on practical educational problems; and often augmented 
by products designed to translate research into practice. The research 
activites for the laboratories result from a process of ri^gional 
definition of priorities in which the lab Board of Directors takes an 
active part. 
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Much of the research conducted by the laboratories deals with 
issues related to the general areas of teaching and instruction^ 
classroom management ? and schoolings often with direct ties to the 
school improvement assistance activities of the labs. The basic skills 
also receive heavy emphasis^ in the research activities of the 
laboratories. Very little policy research is conducted by the 
laboratories. 

With the exception o"" the research on triching and instructional 
management conducted by the Far West Laboratory, little of the 

laboratory research has captured national attention. This does not mean 

I - ' 

that the research conducted in the J.abs is of- poor quality. On the 

1 I 

contrary, the applied rasearch conducted the labs generally is well 
managed and competently performed. 

However, with a few exceptions, laboratories over the years have not 
been able to attract and' hold the top researchers In the nation. Because 
they are not pirimarily research organizations labs cannot offer the 
benefits of a community of researchers^ and their research staffs are 
somewhat isolated from needed professional exchange and support. The 
R&D centers, oh the other hand, focus on national issues, define their 
research domains more narrowly thari labs, and specialize in research. 
For that leasbn they are able to concentrate outstanding research staffs 
in a single institution. Nevertheless, having a resident research 
staff in a laboratory can contribute to the quality of the organization 
by making the lab more reflective, more self-critical and more closely 
tied to current knowledge. 
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A' list of the research projects across the labs glveis the appearance 

> _ _ . . .... . . . . ... 

of an uncoordinated and idiosyncratic set of activities. This is the 

outcome of a deliberate policy intended to give laboratories generous 



flexibility to respond to the needs and interests of their region. 

Perhaps because of that policy of regional responsiveness, NIE has 
never tried to capitalize on one of the; most important natural 
advantages laboratories offer; they are a unique set of 

institutions with similar missions that, after the\ competiton i will blanket 
the entire nation. One approach the Institute could take in the competition 
is to build in mechanisms designed, to result in more communication and 
cooperative effort across the labs, with an eye toward cumulation of 
result^ and avoidance of costly duplication. 

There are a numbeir of possible approaches NIE could take regarding 
the nature of fhe research the agency wishes to sponsor in the 
laboratories. The following questions suggest some of the courses 
availab le . 

o Should NIE reaffirm its present policy of allowing 
labs to propose work based on the outcomes of 
regional needs assessments? 

o Should the Federal government establish Departmental and 
agency priorities within which proposed research must 
fall? 

o What kinds and balrnce of research is it appropriate for 
NIR to sponsor in the labs: long term vs. short 
term; basic vs. applied; research done hy centralized 
lab staff vs. co-lhvestigative_ research involving teachers 
and other practicing educators? 

o Should labs be encouraged to conduct more policy research, 
perhaps using their network charactetistics to link 
policy researchers and policy makers around issues of 
^ common concern both within and across regions? 
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o Should NTE encourage crbss-lhst|:tutlbrial research 
f projects that take advantage, of the nationwide 

network of labs, extending _the sources of data; 
the applicability; the s taff _ resources ; and the 
jjotential impact of the -work? 

o Should NIE exercise a stronger coordiiiatiye rbl e 

over lab research? For instance, should NI£ provide 
feedback to research proposals across ^he network of 
labs rather than just to each_ lab individually, so as 
to reduce, overlap and direct labs into problems not 
covered elsewhere? 

Development . Development activities currently account for 
approximately 13 per cisnt of the budget of the laboratories. This 
allocation' represent? a major shift in emphasis from the formative days 
of laboratories when there was a heavier emphasis on^ development . For 
example, in their early years the the labs were heavily engaged in curriculum 
development. Now there are , only two curriculum deve^lopment projects in the 
laboratories, the Comprehensive School Mathematics Program and the Northwest 
Indian Reading Program. One reason for this is that it is the general policy 
of NIE not to support cxirriculum devfelopmenV . 

Most of the development work of the laboratories is now focused on 
creating resources thst are directly useful in providing assistance to ' 
lab clients* Examples are training programs, workshop materials and ^ 
training formats^ directories of exemplary programs and practices , 
descriptions and evaluations of cbmrmter courseware, and targeted 
syntheses or summaries of rea^rch. 

The development projects of the labs are jQ^ten tied to the research ' 

. ■.„.../ ......... . ..... - 

from which they are defied, and just as often include dissemination and , 

technical assistance actli^ities designed to get the products used. 
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Most of the develop^nt work of the labis is long term in nature and 

, . ... . . . . . ... . . .... _. . _ « 

the resulting materials often aire in high demand. For example, the 

... . . . . 

Research and Development Interpretation Service, now at the AEL lab, 

■ ) 

has develbpied a series of four syntheses of basic skills research 

in the areas of reading, elementary and secondary mathematics, and oral 

and written composition. These publications, developed for teacher use, 

' _ X _ _ _ _ _ _ __ . 

have bepin so popular and of such high quality that other organizations 

\ _ ___ _ _ _ _ 

— principally SEAs and professional associations — have produced and 
circulated more than 66^,000 reprints at their own expense. 

The labs tend to be proprietary toward the materials they develop. In 
spite of this there is considerable sharing and cooperative activity involving 
lab-developed materials across the network of labs. 

Of all of the work that labs do, development projects are most / 
likely to result in saleable products. This implies cdmpetition with 
other organizations that depend upon development as a source of income 
and raises quisstibns about an appropriate Federal role. Oji the other 
hand, successful development brings labs credibility, visibility and 
alternative sources of income. 

Some questions regarding development that have Implications for the 
competition are listed below. . 

o Should NTE encourage labs to engage in development? 



If so. 



o " Should NIE take a position on the proportion of lab 
activity that should be devoted to development? 



o l^nat type development activities should NIE encourage the 
labs to emphasize? j 

o To what extent should a labozaJtory be allowed to 

specialize in a particular type of development with the 
purpose of sharing the results across the system of 
labs, as well as beyond? 

17 
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Provldlng Services to Clients in the' Laboratory Region . This section 
reviews three Important functions ' of the laboratories: disseminat^^ftj- 
technlcal assistance, and traln ^njg and professional development These 
three functions become so blended iif most lab activities that it is difficult 
to discuss them separately. Together they comprise approximately 51 per cent 
of all lab activity; 

- i---- 

T.aboratorles' assistance activities take several forms. Illustrative 



services are: 



o Building links between practicing educators and sources 
of. research knowledge. 

- disseminating research knowledge through general 
publications and response to specific requests; 

- holding forums (conferences, seminars, workshops) 
that provide clients with an understandiiig of 
current research and its potential for addressing 
pressing regional needs; and 

- organizing networks that facilitate communication 
arid resource sharing among organizations and 
individuals who' conduct research, who provide 
dissemination* and knowledge utilization assistance, 
and who provide educational services in SEAs, 
districts, schools and classrooms. * , 

o Providing direct assistance to state, "intermediate and 

local education agencies in the use of research outcomes to 
improve educational practice. ( 

/ 

- providing assistance in problem identification 
and clarification; 

_ matching clients to sources of assistance 
.through referral or brokering activities; 

- collecting, tailoring and packaging research 
outcomes in forms useful to specific audiences 
o^ for specific improvement efforts; 

- engaging in joint planning activities; and 

- providing consultation throughout the improvement 
proces,s. . 
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o Providing training and professional development 
activities; 

- sponsoring training and . incernships for aspiring 
researchers, particularly for women and 
minorities; - : 

/ - designing training programs for teachers, principalis 

and other practitioners around specific areas of 
interest or bodies of research; and 

- providing training for personnel who work in 
dissemination and assistance roles. 

The dissemination activities of this laboratories' are of two kinds, 
general purpose dlssemiriatld^K^and targeted dissemination. Targeted 
dissemination activities are designed to inform potential users about 

particular innovations, products or findings, often resulting from the 

- ' t- ' * 

research and development work of the laboratory itself. Fveqtiently, 

targeted dissemination activities are combined with, assistance to clients 

actively engaged in actually applying R&D outcomes. 

An example of targeted dissemination in a laboratory is the 
Goal -Based Education project at Northwest Lab' that has created a 
directory of successful examples of goal-based projects across the 
country. Other examples are the Basic "Skills project at RBS and the 
School Improvement project at McREL, where each uses a somehwat 
different approach to dlssel^inating and assisting in the implementation 
of the effective schools research. 

General purpose d;lssfeminatlDn is an extensive and unique part of 
what iabs do. Labs draw from a variety of sources to respond to the 
information requests of a wide array of clients, each experiencing 
different problems and having different needs. 
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The Research and Development Exchange program (RDx) is a 
principal element of the general purpose dissemination activity of 
the laboratories. Initiated in 1976, the RDx is a nationwide network 
of projects locatfiBd in the regional educational laboratories, an R&D 
center and a consbrtiutn of educational practitioners in the Northeast. 
The individual exchanges serve their regions by engaging in such 
activities as (i) providing individualized dissemination servlc:.'^ and 
technical assistance' to SEA staffs and others; (2) preparing ana disseminating 
a variety of newsletters and other documents that report, synthesize and 
interpret the results of research; (3) holding numerous regional and 
state workshops and seminars on topics such as reading, math, effective 
schools i technology i program implementation and school^ improvement 
■strategies, etc.; and (4) conducting regional dissemination forums or 

training activities for dissemination staff and professionals who 

v. ^ - 

provide technical assistance for knowledge-based school improvement. ^ 
Although six of the seven laboratories have ERIC collections, only 
one o'ffers general inforraation search services to clients. Three others 
offer Limited search services. Typically, the labs encourage clients to 
use other sources for search services — a state education agency, a 
state library, a university or sometimes an intermediate service agency. 
Labs then provide what is not available from other sources, assist in 
searches that are particularly sophlstica,ted , or track down information 
not accessible through commonly available databases. Through the 
Resource and Referral database on databases and through the 

nationwide network of r al exchanges, libs are parficulariy 

proficient at responding q- ly to difficult information requests. 
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Labs go' far beyond conducting searches in response to 
information requests. In support of Alaska's ;effective schools 

initiative, the Northwest lab created several documents that 

i 

synthesized the current research in relevant topical areas. In 
addition, the labs engage in active dissemination efforts designed to 



familiarize educators in tjie region with important current research 

outcomes, and increase * their abilities to use the research. 

The following questions regarding the disseroinatioh functions of 

laboratories are among those NIE must answer in preparation for the 

lab corrfi)etition. 

o How much emphasis should be placed on the dissemination 
function in labs? 

o To what extent is general purpose dissemination a 
legitimate function of - larboratories? 

o To what extent should NIE encourage labs t;o j^roactively 

focus their dissemination efforts on high priority 

substantive areas? 
ft 

o To what| extent should NIE encourage labs to engage in 
activities where dissemination and technical assistance 
are merged? 

The t-echnicai assistanc e function permeates the work of the 
laboratories. As a complement to their dissemination activ4;ties the 
regional exchanges provide extensive assistance in the application 
of research results. Various forms of planning arid implemeritation 
assistance are often available as aspects of the many discrete research, 
development and dissemination projects in the labs. Regional services' 
projects located in four labs have their resources devoted principally 
to providing technical assistance. 
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The laboratories tend to use f aciiitative , probiem-solving 
approaches in providing client assistanj^e . Typically, the client 
identifies the problem for which help is needed arid approaches the 
appropriate contact person in the laboratory for assistance. After 
extensive discussion and clarification of the problem^ agreement is 
reached on an appropriate assistance role for the^ lab and the resources 
to be devoted to the activity. Assistance is likely to consist mainly 
of general consultation regarding planning, implementation and 
evaluation processes and of staff help in tracking down applicable ^ 
research outcomes ^ locations and descriptions o^ programs similar to 
that under consideration, and names of knbwledg^ble experts. Depending 
upon the needs, assistance may be provided by staff from several parts 
of the lab, or help in special technical areas may be acquired outside 
the lab. Lab involvement is usually rather narrowly predefined. Assistance 
may consist of no more than a few interactions or may be paced over a 
year. Only occasionally would a specific technical assistance activity 
continue for more than a year. 

Laboratories sometimes come into conflict with other organizations 
in the region who feel that the work of the labs competes with, rather 
than complements, their ovm. NIE encourages labs to work 
collaboratively with one another and with other assistance organizations 
to respond to clients' needs. Many lab staff have achieved higk levels 
of skill in buildihg-and sustaining interpersonal networks and inter- 
organizational arrangements. 
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NiE encourages laboratories to engage in technical assistance 
strategies that do not foster long term client dependence. However, 
such capacity buililing strategies are difficult to carry out 

successfully? and from one point offcview are counterproductive to ^ 
independent lab survival. , " 

Since the technical assistance activities of the laboratories are 
planned coopera'tively with clients, they are impossible to predict far 
in advarice. For this reason NIE accepts rather general scopes of work 
from the labs for fheir technical' assistance activities. This also means 
that technical assistance activities require a flexible style of 
monitoring; it is demanding to stay current with what a 
laboratory is doing in its assistance activities. 

Technical assistance activities can become very expensive and a 
serious drain on resources unless a laboratory places clearly 
constrained limits on the assistance they will provide. Yet, it is in 
the area of technical assistance that laboratories experience some of their 
best opportunities to market their services and generate additional resources 
to extend their educational improvement capabilities in the region. 

The following questions regarding the technical assistance function 
of laboratories are among those' that must be addressed by NIE in 
preparation for the competition. 

o What limits should NIE place' on what constitutes 
approp)riate technical assistance activities for 
laboratories? 

o To whom should technical assistar ce activities 
be available? SEAs, LEAs, intermediate agencies, 
other service providers? ^ 

o Should labs be encouraged, permitted or prohibited 
from using NIE-supported technical assiistance ^ 
activities as a way to market lab services for a 
fee? 

23 
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o Should NIE more strongly encourage labs to deliver 
technical assistance in ways designed to build client 
independence? 

— . . ^ • 

o Should NIE continue to strfess the important of 

collaboration with other assistance organizations in 
providing technical assistance to clients? 

^ rain ing-^j4d-pr'^£es^a nal development are specifically mandated in 
NIE's authorizing legislation for laboratories and centers, with particular 
reference to women and minorities. One response of the laboratories to 
this mandate has been to create specific training and apprenticeship 
projects designed to help women and minorities participate more fully in 
educational research, development and dissemination functions. 

In FV 1980 six laboratories operated training and apprenticeship 
programs for women and minorities ^ having a combined funding of $635K. 

Iti FY 1983 only two of those projects remain for a combined spending of „ 

- y 

$204K- In at least one other case a training program emphasizing women 

and minorities has been combined with the institutional functions 

activities of an institution. 

Training and profeissional development activities are conducted as part of 

the many dissemination and technical assistance projects in the laboratories. 

Much of this activity involves working with people in groups such as workshops, 

sejninars and conferences. Just one example of this is the work of the 

R&D exchanges. A 1980 survey looked at the workshop and staff 

development activities of the regional exchanges across seven laboratories. 

The study showed that workshops and staff development activities of three 

types were held. Workshops concentrated on: 

o presenting, information that increased participants' knowledge and 
awareness: 



d working with materials and interacting with the - researchers oij" 
developers ^.^or 'A 

o focusing on specific prescriptions for improvement. 



A total of 114 staff develbpirient events with approxiinately 
5200 participants were sponsored by the regional exchanges that 
year. At that time the exchanges accounted for about one-third of the 
dissemination and technical assistance activity of the labs; 

The strategy of bringing groups of educators or policy makers 
together in structured forums — workshops, seminars, etc. — has been 
favored by the laboratories and has generally resulted in satisfied 
participants. However ,' questions have been raised about the cost 
effectiveness of the strategy. It is very expensive to bring people 

together, regardless of who pays for it. Even if travel costs were low 

_ _ f 

the strategy of holding group events ih^ central locations severely 
limits participation. Suggestions have been made that labs test 
alternatives to group meetings, including technologically assisted 
commuriicatibri. 

Some lab's have tried something called the "training of trainers" 
approach. A laboratory develops a training module around a fiigh 
"'nterest topic where there is sufficient related research. The 
laboratory prepares a number of people from the region as trainers, 
who in turn use the prepackaged training module with teachers, 
administrators or others as appropriate. In one Instance a laboratory 
using this approach developed a module for training memb-ers of parent 
advisory cotninlttees. Using a nucleus of 100 local trainers, a state 
education agency worked with the lab to fjrbvide training to 15,000 
PAC members. only cost to the labbratbry was fbr the 

development bf the materials. It is not unusual for a laboratory to 
create a resource of this type and then spin it off to other 
organizations in the region for vse. 
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On the whole, however, thie training activities of laboratories 
are part of what ^is f utidainentaHy a technical assistance rather than a 
prdfessibnal develbpment approach. • A technical assistance approach is 
problem centered and incorporates training activities as staff need 
additional knowledge or skills to participate in solving the problem. A 
protepsional development approach focuses instead on the needs of a 
particular group of practitioners for Increa-sed knowledge or" improved 
skills. Defined in this way, the professional development approach is 
rarely used by the labs. 

The following are examples of the questions regarding 



training and professional development^^Jthat face NIE in the lab 
competition. 



o Should NIE provide explicit guidance iregarding the 
nature and amount of training and professional 
development activity expected of the labs? 

For example, i 

I 

o Should the Institute take a position on lab 

participation in training programs for womenand 
minority group members engaged in educational 
R&D? 

Cross-Institutional Cooperation and Sharing . Laboratories often 

_ _ . . • . _ _____ 

participate in activities that extend beyond their regions. For instance 

several laboratories tnay be engaged in similar work and therefore decide 

to form a consortium or network for sharing resources, ideas and outcomes 

These networks last as long as there is interest in the topical area and 

the arrangement-offers mutual benefit — sometimes for months or even 

years. 
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Cros5s-instltutional cooperation and sharing Includes such 
activities as: 



o facilitating communication across the labs concerning 
RSD heeds, resources and activities; 



o engaging in collaborative improvement efforts across 
regional boundaries; 

o cbdperating in Federally initiated dissemlhatlbni 
Improvement and information gathering activities 
(e.g., working with NDN, Chapter I^i. ED Regional 
^ Offices) ; and 

o participating in activities designed to draw on the 
lab's knowledge of regional needs to inform Federal 
research and policy agendas. 

The clearest example of cross institutional sharing in the 
laboratories is the R&D Exch^ge system in which all the laboratories 
participate. In addition to providing dissemination and assistance 
within their own region^ the regional exchanges work together in shared 
activity. This is done through a formal mechanism called the RDx 
coordinating committee that consists of the directors of the separate 
exchanges. The RDx system benefits from the work of three support 
services that provide specialized help. 

The support services include the R&D Interpretation Service that 
synthesizes -esearch findings in formats easily used by practicing 
educators; the Dissemination Staff Seminars (no longer funded) that bring 
researchers and their work together with those who provide assistance in the 

, _ __ L - _ - - _ - --- - 

use of research; the Resource and Referral Service that provides information 
about where to go to find knowledge about research and practice on 
specific educational? topicsr and the System Support Service that provides 
management and logistical support related to regional exchange networking 
and sharing, activities. 
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One pointy of view maintains that crb55s institutional activity 

consuines resources that more appropriately should be devoted to serving 

clients in the individual lab regions. However ^ others cite several 

potential benefits of cross-institutional cooperation. They Include: 

providing a mechanism for individual regions to 
tap the resources of all regions; 

providing active communication channels between 
institutions; > 

allowing labs to share in endeavors that have high 
potential to improve educational practice, but which 
do not receive high priority in a regional needs 
assessment and priority setting Process, For example, ' 
equity issues often rank low in needs assessments but 
may, in fact, represent legitimate and serious problems; 

avoiding overlap and duplication of effort; and 

establishing formal channels of communication and 
cooperative* mechanisms with Federal agencies through 
which information can be exchanged and joint efforts 
undertaken. 

Execpt for the RDx system NIE has not actively encouraged 'or 
provided incentives for cross-institutional cooperative activity. Some 

— - - - c - 

cooperative program activity has occurred across the labs in specific 
areas, such as career education. Some cooperative program activity has 
occurred across the labs in specific ones, as career education. There 



have been no instances where NIE has facilitated cooperative activity 



across the laboratories at the management level. There has, however, : 

> 

been some cooperative activity planned and carried out at the J:ab management 

level under other auspices, notably the Cooperative School Improvement 

p^rogratn coordinated by the Council for Educational* Development and 

Research (CEDaR) . 

The following issues regarding cross-institutional cooperation 
confront NiE in preparing for the laboratory competition. 

- 9 

o Does NIE wish to encourage cross-ihstltutibrial 

coopesrative activity on the part^f the laboratories 
and the centers? ' 



o 
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T f \SO , 

o What portion of a lab's resources should be reserved 
for cooperative activity beyond the region? 

o What Incentives can NiE use to encourage cross-institutional 
cooperative activity? 

o How much direction should NIE provide for such activity? 

o To what extent should labs be required or encouraged to 
cooperate with each other in working with NIE and the 
Education Department to achieve certain Federal objectives 
or to pursue Federal priorities? 

o Should NIE take an_ active stance_in working directly with 
lab directors and boards to facilitate cross-institutional 
coordination? 

Inst 1 tut ional'^l'Sinct ions 

NIE has been responsible for funding the laboratories since the 

Inception of the agency in 1971. Until 1980, NIE funding took the 

form of support^ for individual projects, with awards often made through 

sheltered competitions where labs and centers were the only eligible 

bidders. During this period NIE did not offer institutional support to 

the labs. 

'I 

In 1979 NIE revised its policy toward the labs and centers, entering 
into long term agreements with the Institutions, which took effect with 
fiscal year (FY) 1980 funding. Tho January, 1979 NIE guidelines that 
spelled out the general terms of this agreement recognized that 
maintaining and strengthening a lab's institutional capabilities is 
a legitimate and necessary function of laboratories. Under that policy/ 
NIE has agreed to support the costs of maintaining and strengthening th^ 
institutional capabilities of laibbratories, as well as to provide 
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suppbrt for program activities. In addition, the Institute has 

designated NIE institutional monitors who relate to the labs and 

review their work at an institutional level. 

For three years -- FY 1980, 1981 and 1982 -- NIE received and 

funded institutional proposals from each laboratory in addition 

to their program proposals. Laboratory institutional functions for 

which NIE provided funding under these proposals inclu<Jed the following: 

o maintlBnance of strong and broadly representative 
governance and advisory structures r 

o assessment of needs of the region; 

o ioTig-range planning of Institutional and program 
responses to the region's edacationai needs; 

o communication with constituents in the region; 

o internal staff development; and 

o quality control -and evaluation of lab activity 
and impact. 

In"^1982 NIE reu^eived proposals from the laboratories for the 

remaining two years of their long term agreements. Fearing that NIE 

- ' - - ) 

was no ^longer willing to provide institutional siipport^ only one lab 

submitted a proposal containing an institutional functions project. 

The othiars continued to engage in many of the functions but prorated 

their costs across the several program projects. This means that 

institutional monitors no longer have: a detailed scope of work to 

assist them in monitoring the institutibnat work of the labs. { 
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Whlle all laboratories engage in the functions diescribed above, 
labs, because of differences iii regional needs; in organizational 
capabilities or in board policy, vary in the emphasis they place on 
each of the functions. 

Underlying and informing all the activity of laboratories is the 
needs assessment function. The function is closely tied to the 
governance structure , which uses the results of neet"* j assessment 
activities to set lab priorities. The heavy emphasis in labs on 
comprehensive needs assessment makes them unique among R&D 
institutions. 

There are some weaknesses of the needs assessment function as 

presently practiced by the labs; NIE's policy arid guideliries ori needs 

assessment are limited and vague. For example: 

o Every laboratory approaches niseds assessment differently. 
While in onk serise this is uriderstandable , it eliminates the 
possibility of aggregating rieeds data across regions to get 
a sense of broader, even nation-wide, needs. As a 
corisequisrice , lab needs assessments don ' t influence NIE' s 
non-lab research agenda, 

o Lab assessments tend to, look only at needs and seldom 
catalog the resources' and capabilities available to 
address the needs. This additional aspect is needed before 
a clear role for the lab and for others in the region can be 
defined. 

o The present needs assessment and priority setting processes 
of labs tend to lack continuity and do not_ have feedbac^ loops 
that provide a check from year to year on how well needs are 
h^ing met. 

o The needs statements of some labs aire iricorisisterit with 
those of the_ states they work with; lab needs 
assessments have little direct impact on SEA planning, 
and labs sometimes ignore the results of SEA needs 
assessments . 
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Atiofher important issue has to do with the tension between the 
requirement that laboratories respond to the needs of their region and 
the pressure for their work also to be consistent with Federally 
' established priorities. Laboratories are regional institutions whose 
board and whose clients are rooted in the region. In many important 
ways the future of a lab depends upon its success in satisfying the 
critical demands of key constituencies in the region^ » 

On the other hand ^ the laboratories represent a valuable national 
resource. As a network of institutions there are things^of nationwide 
significance that would be difficult to accomplish in any other-way. 
In addition, a clear statetnei^f of Federal priorities could provide a helpful 
framework for screening, testing and focusing the priorities that emerge from 
lab needs assessments in the rr^ions. 

The following questions concerning the institutional functions of 
laboratories are among those NIE reeds to answer in preparation for the 
laboratory competition. 

o Should NIE continue to offer funding- for laboratory 
institutional functions as distinct activities having 
a scope of work separate from the program proposals of . 
the labs? 



if so , 



o What activities should be included under institutibnai 
functions? Should any be particularly emphasized? 

o Should "cross-institutional cooperation and sharing" 
activities be funded and monitore'd an institutional 
function? 

o What guidance should NiE give to the laboratories 
regarding^ needs assessment ? Should NIE strive for 
consistency across institutions in the way the labs 
carry out and report data from their needs assessment 
and priority setting procees? 
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o To what extent should NIE attempt to tap into the 

needs assesiSTnent process of iabs for data to determine 
nationwide priorities? 

b What balance should NIE seek in the emphasis it wishes 
labs to place on regional versus Federal priorities? 

What 4)rgani2;atlonal struictures are appropriate for labs? 

Most current laboratories are autonomous organizations that maintain 
a strong central staff capable of doing their own research and handling 
most assistance requests internally. Supporters of this approach argue 
that a lab must be able to attract and hold a strong and balanced staff 
if it is to exert leadership in its region and if it is expected to make 
a significant impact. Without this strong centralized staff, advocates 
argue, labs will be no different from the many other R&D organizations 
that do similar work. In practice, a few laboratories have been able 
to attract enough resources to be very successful at maintaining a 
strong centralized institution that ? conducts most of its work 
internally. In some instances this powerful institutional capacity 
has made it possible for a lab to make outstanding accomplishments. 

Others point out that this is a very expensive strategy, perhaj^s , 
tod expensive for the Federal government to suppo. nationwide. They 
also point out that it often places labs in a competitive position 
with other organizations in the region. 

This point of view maintains that there ril ready are many organ- 
izations in each region that conduct research and provide assistance 
in applying the results of R&D. Rather than compete with or duplicate 
the work of other organizations, the laboratories should enhance 
and complement the work of others. This leads to a model where the 

- M ■■ ■ r 
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labdratbry employs various strategies — coordihatiohi collaboration, 
brokerage, capacity building ~ to st^eHgthen both the capabilities 
and the role of other organizations in their region. <^ 

This strategy has been tried with some success, particUla'kl^ by 
McREL, but it has its problems. A compact, facilitative lab has 
difficulty Ccimpeting for resources in addition to those froai NIE. Also, 
this approach, often referred to as brokerage, is contrary to the 
natural need of an organization to maintain and secure its future by 
premiering its own work. 

Interest also has been expressed in the concept cf a laboratory 
sponsored and operated as a consortium of client organizations. While 
no current laboratory fits this model, NIE has experience with two 
similar non-lab regional service organizations that do. These are the 
Southeastern Regional Council for Educational Improvement and the 
Northeast Regional Exchange, each of which began as a. consortium of 
the chief state school officers in their respective region. 
Subsequently, the Northeast Exchange expanded its board to include 
representation in- addition to the chiefs. Each of these organizations 
is expected to compete to be designated the laboratory in its region; 

These two organizations have achieved unusually strong ties with 

the SEAs in their regions* /ar stronger than most labs- Each has been 

a 

successful in generating and delivering an array of useful ser/ices. 
The consortia tend more than the labs to engage in work that is short 
term, immediately applicable and addresses' the pragmatic problems of 
educators. , 



Research ~ particularly long term domain-based research — is hot 
stressed by the consortia* This is fsartly because the funding for the 
^ consortia is at a lower level and is more uncertain than that of the 
labs»- It is also true because long term, dbmain-baised research is 
seldom assigned high priority by the practicing educators that make up 

the boards of consortia. At the Chicago and Kansas City regional open 

w J __ 

meetings conducted by NIE, chief state school officers or their 

representatives -from eight states made statements concerning the need 

for a lab in the Midwest. Research, other than helping SEAs with their 

short-term decision-oriented research needs, was not mentioned in 

testimony from the states. 

Under existing policy the consortia particularly the Southeast 

Council - would be required to broaden their governing boards to 

.qualify to be designated a laboratory. Based on existing practice 

* each would also need to broaden its clientele and the scope of its 

activities. 

All the current laboratories are autonomous organizations with an 
independent board of directors. But it is easy to imagine that NiE 
wo-.^ld receive applications in the lab competition from organizations 
that were sub units of a larger organization. For example, a university 
might propose to be the host organization for the laboratory in its 
region. The implications of such a "nested" organizational 
configuration for a laboratory are discussed in a companion paper on 
laboratory governance. 
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Questions such as the following regarding laboratory organization 

face NIE as the Institute prepares for the lab competition. ^ 

o Should NIE place restrictions on the organizational 
models the institute is wiiiing to accept in the 
competition? 



o Are there natural advantages to a particular, 
organizational model that NIE should try to 
encourage and capitalize on? 
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